Role of duodenal bile crystal analysis in the investigation of 'idiopathic' pancreatitis.
Duodenal bile crystal analysis for the detection of gallstones was assessed in 26 patients with acute pancreatitis of known aetiology (11 attributable to gallstones and 15 to alcohol) and in 37 patients without a history of acute pancreatitis (21 with gallstones and 16 without). The sensitivity was 64-67 per cent and the specificity was 94-100 per cent in these groups. Analysis of duodenal bile from 14 patients with 'idiopathic' pancreatitis revealed calcium bilirubinate crystals (but not cholesterol crystals) in 5 patients (36 per cent). Gallstones were confirmed at cholecystectomy in three of these patients and also in one other patient who had a gallstone on a 'late' ultrasound examination but was negative for crystals. Thus 29 per cent of the original 'idiopathic' group had gallstones confirmed. Gallstone analysis showed that pigment stones were present in 7 of 31 (23 per cent) non-pancreatitis controls compared with 9 of 13 (69 per cent) pancreatitis patients (P = 0.0048). These results suggest that duodenal bile crystal analysis (involving both calcium bilirubinate and cholesterol crystals) may be a useful technique for the investigation of patients with 'idiopathic' pancreatitis.